Early malnutrition diffusely affects children contrast sensitivity to sine-wave gratings of different spatial frequencies.
Cognitive, behavioral and neurophysiological deficits, associated with malnutrition, are described in the literature. The aim of this study was to evaluate the visual contrast sensitivity in children with early malnutrition, classified according to the anthropometric parameters of Waterlow. Visual contrast sensitivity of 16 boys from 7-10 years old was measured using the staircase psychophysical method, using vertical sine-wave gratings of 0.25, 1.0, 2.0 and 8.0 cycles per degree (cpd) of visual angle. Malnourished children were approximately 3.3, 10.9 and 6.6 times less sensitive to the frequencies of 0.25, 1.0 and 2.0 cpd, respectively, although they were approximately 1.1 times more sensitive to the frequency of 8.0 cpd. It is likely that early malnutrition adversely affected the magnocellular pathway on the one hand, since early malnourished children needed more contrast to detect low and low-to-medium frequencies; on the other hand, early malnutrition did not affect the parvocellular pathway, since there was an increase of sensitivity to the highest frequency.